William of Poitiers's Gesta Guillelmi, written shortly after the Norman Conquest of England, remains surprisingly neglected, especially by historians. He is generally regarded primarily as a classical stylist who employed classical references to decorate his panegyric of William of Normandy. Poitiers' use of classical allusion was, however, far from superficial. In arguing for William's legitimacy as king of England, Poitiers addresses a wider audience than is generally acknowledged, and appeals directly to the fears, expectations and values of his day.
already surveyed by Beer, and many instances of which have been noted by Davis and Chibnall. Poitiers was precise in invoking the particular moral in a classical story relevant to his persuasive narrative about William's legitimacy, and in applying it at the right moment. It is this precision which now merits attention. Poitiers did not use classical allusion superficially, nor does his Gesta belong in the realm of empty flattery. Latin panegyric as a genre was never static or proscriptive; scholarly scorn of panegyric, and the misconception ', 44. including the author of the Liber Eliensis 27 -had first-hand familiarity with the Gesta, 28 indicating circulation and a readership on both sides of the Channel.
The Gesta was probably intended for a wide audience. It belonged to a larger project of Norman legitimation, akin to strategies of Norman historical writing after the conquest of Sicily used by Geoffroi Malaterra and William of Apulia. Each Norman apologist sought not only to advertise the strength of the Normans as a people, but also to compete for the primacy of his own leader's heroism. 29 The Normans were conquering, and their advocates were aware that Christendom as a whole continued to watch and to comment.
Poitiers' primary audience, which he would have reached through court circles, was the Norman elite on whom William depended. After imposing control in England, William shifted his strategic priorities to defending his expanded realm and sustaining his men's allegiance. 30 The 1070s -when Poitiers was writing -and early 1080s saw the outbreak of William's conquest of a land to which he had no direct hereditary claim required some justification. 35 The Gesta was designed not just to convince, but to remind.
Nor should an English audience be discounted. The Gesta was known in both England 
It is only in the matter of William's Christian faith to a single God that Poitiers asserts
William's superiority to Achilles and Aeneas. Protesting his own humility, Poitiers claims his goal is to 'bring humbly to the notice of kings his piety in the worship of the true God, who alone is God from eternity to the end of the world and beyond'. 56 The implication is that, however honourable, pious and heroic these ancient exemplars were, they were necessarily inferior because their virtues were directed towards numerous, unpredictable and erratic gods. honourable. 67 The nature of this critique is not arbitrary: pride was, in the view of Gregory the Great, the most serious vice which could afflict a medieval ruler. 68 Similarly, Poitiers conveys the differences in a way which suits his own vision for the nature of William's worthiness of rule. Two previously unremarked differences important to the Norman Conquest story are in the nature of the two conquerors' authority over Britain specifically,
and -more subtly -in William's use of the spoken word.
Poitiers follows the medieval tradition of echoing and invoking the ancients by generosity: Poitiers transforms the whole invasion into a celebration. This is especially noteworthy given the responses of historians in England, who reacted with horror or avoided direct mention of the event. 93 From the Norman perspective, the invasion was not tinged with dishonour: William was defending part of his rightful realm from a treacherous nobleman. In short, William was ready to accept a judgement determined by the laws of peoples. 95 He did not wish the English to die as enemies on account of his dispute; he wished to decide the case by risking his own head in single combat. 96 For this brave and good man preferred to renounce something that was just and agreeable rather than cause the death of many men, being confident that Harold's head would fall since his courage was less and his cause unjust.
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was killed in battle, and Aeneas fled a defeated city -situations Poitiers does not
acknowledge. An allusion to Agamemnon creates the desired contrast between William and the Trojan tradition, because both men were victors in conquest, but Agamemnon needed 10 years and significant aid to conquer Troy. 105 Either he was a weaker commander than The ships were waiting, all ready for the crossing; it had seemed fit to equip them with white sails in the manner of the ancients, for they were to carry back a most glorious triumph and to announce the greatest joy that could have been desired. Poitiers reviewed and revised it reveal that he found in it potent meanings and morals relevant to the political and intellectual milieu of his day.
Classicist and champion of Norman identity though he was, Poitiers did not take
Trojan origins for granted, nor did he accept them without considering their consequences.
He was worried about their implications, a mindset to which the presence, absence and We should not forget the inspirational and aspirational qualities of classical learning beyond the realm of narrative. The compelling nature of classical stories meant they were at times seen as dangerous and distracting, or at least in need of justification, as the remarks of the well-read classical scholar William of Malmesbury suggest. 127 But these stories also had the potential to provide inspiration to rulers, writers, knights and clerics, whether in the form of making grander conquests, or seeking to capture in writing the moral spirit of a people and an age with the greatest possible precision and narrative depth.
The mounting evidence that Norman exploits worthy of classical heroes were happening in the present reinforced the belief not only that God was on the Normans' side, but also that to portray William as a classical hero for a Christian age was to render truth in writing. The fact and the scale of the Normans' military successes indicated to the Normans that they were justified in thinking of themselves as new, better and modern Caesars.
Moreover, events seemed to confirm repeatedly that they, The case of the Gesta Guillelmi confirms that the proliferation of the classics in the eleventh and twelfth centuries was more than rebirth or renaissance: it is evidence of a sustained evolution of literary techniques and moral values. Poitiers' Norman Conquest was a venture not only across the Channel, but also into the classical past. Poitiers forged an alliance between classical allusion and moralising history aimed at a wide audience. The case of his far-ranging yet targeted narrative is a testament to the need to maintain a heightened awareness in reading and interpreting classical allusions in the long twelfth century. We are finding, more and more, that calculated classicism in the Middle Ages provided not a flourish, but rather a foundation for moralising the past.
As for the Gesta Guillelmi, the only superficiality it possesses is that which later historians have imposed upon the text. The classical brilliance of the Gesta does not obscure
